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Theory and Methodology in Ancient Religions – Short Essay

Author: Christopher Garwood (1102458)
Due Date: 24 May 2018

Topic: In what ways can we assess roots of the conflict between Greek religion and Jewish religion during the reign of Antiochus IV in terms of ideology and types of evidence?
 

Introduction

The conflict between the Greeks and Jews during the reign of Antiochus IV is one that has commanded considerable debate among modern scholars.  However, while much attention has been given to the conflict itself and its aftermath, comparatively less attention has been paid to the roots of the conflict.  This is perhaps made even more interesting by what appears to have been such an abrupt change in Seleucid policy towards the Jews in Jerusalem from Antiochus’s predecessors.
However, assessing the roots of this conflict requires consideration of both ideologies and the types of evidence available, neither of which may be necessarily straightforward in terms of application to the problem space.   This study will examine aspects of both evidence and ideology with respect to the origins of the conflict between Greek and Jewish religions.

Approaches

A common summary of the conflict’s origins is that Jews in Jerusalem felt compelled to fight against the forced imposition of Greek customs.  However, the true origins of the conflict must also include why Antiochus IV deviated so drastically form the policies of his predecessors.  This study will begin with a brief history of the conflict between the Greeks and Jews, known as the Maccabean Revolt.  This will be followed by a consideration of two aspects of investigation into how the roots of the conflict might be assessed.  The first will be the evidence available that might inform this topic.  This section will consider primarily textual evidence.  The next section will examine the ideologies of the two sides and will consider the extent to which Greek and Jewish religious interactions may have contributed to the conflict.  It is important to note that this study is not one of the conflict itself or of its consequences except where it may be necessary to retrospectively construct aspects of the conflict’s origins.  
There are challenges to a study of this nature.  One of the main challenges lies in the reliability of the extant textual evidence.  This will be addressed in more detail below but it is worth noting that in a general sense, there is a paucity of breadth of existing texts for this particular topic.  As well, those works that do survive are not necessarily objective and may tend to focus on the conflict itself rather than its causes.  Archaeological evidence is likely to be limited use in terms of informing the roots of the conflict.  While some evidence of this type may inform things such as populations and their possible movements and trading links to other communities, these may not necessarily inform intent of decision makers at the time.

Background

In the wake of the conquests of Alexander of Macedon, the areas of Syria and Judea came under Greek rule by Alexander’s successors.  Prior to the ascension of power of Antiochus IV, it would seem that relations between Greek and Jews in Judea were amicable.[footnoteRef:1]  This amicable relationship changed once Antiochus IV Epiphanes took the throne in 175 B.C.  Antiochus reigned until his death in 164 B.C.  Approached by some of the Jews from Judea, he sent forces to Judea in order to enforce a revocation of some Jewish practices as told in 2 Maccabees.[footnoteRef:2]  This revolt was led by a group known as the Maccabees and began in 167 B.C and lasted for approximately seven years resulting in the eventual defeat of Antiochus’s forces and the establishment of the Hasmonean dynasty which introduced a “native Jewish kingship”.[footnoteRef:3]  The Jews with whom Antiochus had sided where known as Hellenised Jews as they had adopted Greek customs but had still identified themselves as Jewish.   [1:  1 Macc. 1:7-10.]  [2:  2 Macc. 6:1-12.]  [3:  Collins, 2007: 186.] 


Evidence

In assessing the roots of the conflict, it is necessary to consider the range of source material.  There are in fact a few sources which cover the events of the Revolt and may be informative.  However, in examining the evidence, there are several challenges that must be considered.  A key issue of the written sources is bias.  There are two main texts that are consistently referenced with respect to the Maccabean Revolt.  The first is the works of Josephus, a Jewish writer who fought with the Romans in the Jewish Revolt of A.D. 66 to 70 and who was writing many years after the Maccabean Revolt.
The account of the Revolt by Josephus, while an important source, does not in fact examine the roots of the conflict in any detail.  Josephus states of Antiochus “being overcome with his violent passions, and remembering what he had suffered during the siege, he compelled the Jews to dissolve the laws of their country, and to keep their infants uncircumcised, and to sacrifice swine's flesh upon the altar.”[footnoteRef:4]  Josephus goes on to describe the development of tensions and the subsequent conflict, however there appears to be little in his descriptions that could allow for a retroactive assessment of the roots of the conflict from the perspective of Antiochus.  With this, the origins of the conflict seem skewed to some extent in favour of an assessment of an almost inevitable resistance to preserve the Jewish religion against an aggressive Hellenistic culture. [4:  Flavius Josephus. The Wars of the Jews 1:1:2.] 

Another important source is the collection of the Books of Maccabees of which some are of more relevance than others.  Books 1 and 2 Maccabees are the most significant of the collection.  However, in assessing them, the Jewish Encyclopaedia notes on Book 1 as being a reliable historical source.[footnoteRef:5]  In examining 1 Maccabees it is clear that Antiochus is provoking some sections of the Jews of Jerusalem with both the suppression of Jewish customs and the imposition of Greek customs.  This is clearly the reason behind the declaration of Mattathias “Although all nations obey king Antiochus, so as to depart every man from the service of the law of his fathers, and consent to his commandments: I and my sons, and my brethren will obey the law of our fathers.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Toy, Barton, Jacobs, and Abrahams, 1906.]  [6:  1 Macc. 2:19-20.] 

However, it examining 1 Maccabees, it is not clear how the “wicked root” that was Antiochus Epiphanes came to the idea that Judaism should be destroyed.[footnoteRef:7]  The work, while recounting established history of Antiochus’s attack on Egypt and subsequent attack on Judea, does not reveal any potential link between the two.  Likewise, the dictates attributed to Antiochus by 1 Maccabees highlight how the Jews were disadvantaged and compelled to adopt Greek ways rather than why Antiochus choose this course of action.  For example, “And he commanded altars to be built, and temples, and idols, and swine's flesh to be immolated, and unclean beasts.  And that they should leave their children uncircumcised, and let their souls be defiled with all uncleannesses, and abominations, to the end that they should forget the law, and should change all the justifications of God.”[footnoteRef:8]  There appears to be no explanation for why this ordered. [7:  1 Macc. 1:11.]  [8:  1 Macc. 1:47-51.] 

The Book of 2 Maccabees is viewed as being “the work is not a sober and restrained history like 1 Maccabees, but is rhetorical and bombastic” and “In contrast with I Maccabees, the language of II Maccabees is highly religious.”[footnoteRef:9]  While this assessment may be valid, an examination of 2 Maccabees suggest that Antiochus was not the main focus for outrage, that being reserved for Jews such as Jason who were deemed to have acted against the interest of Jewish religious purity.  Perhaps the most relevant part of 2 Maccabees for this study is “Thus Antiochus going astray in mind, did not consider that God was angry for a while, because of the sins of the habitants of the city: and therefore contempt had happened to the place.”[footnoteRef:10] [9:  Toy, Barton, Jacobs, and Abrahams, 1906.]  [10:  2 Macc. 5:17.] 

With this, it is important to note the limitations of textual sources in determining the roots of the conflict. While these are important sources of information, caution must be exercised when using them to assess the situation leading to the Maccabean Revolt.  The apparent abruptness of Seleucid policy with respect to the Jews in Jerusalem at least, is difficult to determine from source material and the possible reasons of being approached by one Jewish faction for help or having the actions taken linked to the invasion of Egypt should not be taken as sufficient causation.  However, the response and reactions of some of the Jews of Jerusalem would appear to be the only origin considered.
Archaeological evidence is also somewhat deficient in what it can inform with respect to the roots of the conflict.  Paul and Nancy Lapp’s 1958 study of pottery along with some coins in the region at Beth Zur only illuminate the extent of occupation during the time of Antiochus IV.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Lapp and Lapp, 1958: 17.] 


Ideology

This conflict is often oversimplified as one of Hellenism against Judaism in a general sense.  This is due in part to the range of acceptance of Greek customs by Jews both in Jerusalem and beyond.  Also, it is important to remember that accounts the Maccabean Revolt did not seem to acknowledge such acceptance as much else than betrayal of pure Jewish custom: 

In those days there went out of Israel wicked men, and they persuaded many, saying: Let us go, and make a covenant with the heathens that are round about us: for since we departed from them, many evils have befallen us.  And the word seemed good in their eyes.  And some of the people determined to do this, and went to the king: and he gave them license to do after the ordinances of the heathens.  And they built a place of exercise in Jerusalem, according to the laws of the nations: And they made themselves prepuces, and departed from the holy covenant, and joined themselves to the heathens, and were sold to do evil. (1 Macc. 1:12-16)

The descriptions would indicate that in fact there was little in the way of coercion involved in by Greek ideologues with respect to the adoption by some Jews of Greek customs.  This would suggest that the roots of the conflict could be assessed, at least in part, as being due to schisms within the Jewish community, particularly in Jerusalem, with respect upholding Jewish traditions.
It is also important to consider that while the conflict was based in Judea, since the time of Alexander “The bulk of the Jews lived outside of Judea in such countries as Babylonia, Persia, and in the cities along the Mediterranean coast.”[footnoteRef:12]  As such, the roots of the conflict should perhaps be assessed in a limited way with respect to it being one of Jewish versus Greek religion in a broad sense. [12:  Zeitlin, 1933: 183.] 

Some assess that it was a subgroup of Jews who exacerbated tensions with Antiochus and that “the Jewish Hellenists, who also were motivated by intellectual interests, in the days Epiphanes knew that their rule could be assured only if they could root out the traditional Jewish religion; and so it was they who were responsible escalation of events in Judaea.”[footnoteRef:13]  However, there is also some evidence to suggest that there was a blending of considerations for traditions if not practice of the traditions themselves.  Gregg Gardner notes that in the case of Greek benefaction towards Simon, “the decree for Simon Maccabee is modeled along the lines of Hellenistic-era euergetism: Simons achievements are cast as "benefactions," and his powers and titles as "rewards." Yet it also reflects characteristically Jewish sensitivities and tastes, which account for the unique features that distinguish it from contemporaneous decrees.”[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Feldman, 1977: 381.]  [14:  Gardner, 2007: 336.] 

With respect to Greek religion, is it necessarily the case that a suppression of Jewish ritual and practices implies an adherence to Greek ritual and practices?  Is, for example, the non-circumcision of males a deliberate part of Greek religious practice or is it simply something not considered as being relevant to anything?  In examining the roots of the conflict, this is an important consideration.  Shailer Mathews notes that even before the conflict, Antiochus Epiphanes “had already determined upon the policy of religious conformity.”[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Mathews, 1899: 16.] 

While Mathews notes the increasing adoption of Greek customs by a small but influential group of Jews in Jerusalem, there is no explanation behind the intent of Antiochus beyond a “tendency to reverse the course of religious development.”[footnoteRef:16]  On the Jewish side at least, “They may not have desired utterly to abandon Jehovah, but they very clearly were bound to abandon the exclusiveness of the Jewish cult in search for a denationalized religion.”[footnoteRef:17]  John Collins notes that the revolt “was not provoked by the introduction of Greek customs … but by the persecution of people who observed the Torah by having their children circumcised and refusing to eat pork.”[footnoteRef:18]  However, this would seem to ignore what would have been a growing concern among some Jews about the adoption of Greek customs by some Jews. [16:  Mathews, 1899: 17.]  [17:  Mathews, 1899: 18.]  [18:  Collins, 2007: 186.] 

W. G. Jordan quotes Cornill as saying “And now Antiochus considered the occasion ripe for a master-stroke. On the 27th of October, 68 B.C., he issued the insane decree which was intended to exterminate Judaism root and branch. All the sacred writings of the Jews were to be delivered up and destroyed, the exercise of the Jewish religion was forbidden on pain of death, all the Jews were to sacrifice to the Greek gods, and the temple at Jerusalem was to become a sanctuary of Olympian Zeus.”[footnoteRef:19]  While this assessment does suggest not only an elimination of Judaism but also the deliberate introduction of Greek religious ritual and practice, it is important to note that this does not in fact inform the root causes of Antiochus’s actions. [19:  Jordan, 1911: 301.] 


Conclusion

The conflict between Greek and Jewish religions under Antiochus IV should consider not just the well-known reactions of some Jews to Antiochus’s dictates but also why those dictates arose at all. The roots of what became known as the Maccabean Revolt, are still not fully accessible with the extant sources. There appears to be a skewing of understanding, or at least reasonable assumption, of the origins as being those in Jerusalem who revolted saw the intrusion and imposition of Greek culture as a threat to the ideals of purity of Judaism.  
Given what were the growing interactions between Jewish and non-Jewish communities, it is not unreasonable to target the origins as being this uprising.  However, the roots of the conflict even from this vantage point cannot be said to be a comprehensive Jewish resistance to the imposition of Greek religious practices.  However, the intent behind the actions of Antiochus IV seem obscured by the actions themselves and the assessment of him by ancient authors.  Whatever this intent was, it must be deemed as a major contributing factor to the conflict.  In this way, the evidence and ideology can only be used to assess a part of the conflict’s origins. 
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